systems react to one another to produce new system relationships and possibilities. One such site consists of persons' uses of language within social interaction to produce new and unpredicted meanings and orientations to social reality. This is, of course, the focus of discursive therapies and of discursively-oriented studies of therapy.
For discursive therapists, the therapeutic conversation is where and how change happens … When clients' presenting problems and solutions can be seen as discursively related to how they are regarded and talked about, therapy can be helpful insofar as it helps us put words to the inarticulable. However, it also can be helpful should it: dis-solve a concern …; generatively challenge our assumptions and introduce new perspectives, prompt aha's where we find our own solutions; or inspire us to look beyond our normal cognitive horizons. Thus, discursive therapy sees change occurring in the back and forth of communicative interaction. (Strong and Lock 2005, p. 589) We see complexity theory as a useful framework for describing solution-focused brief therapy practices and their implications for clients' lives. It is a standpoint for exploring the assumptions and practices of solution-focused brief therapy practitioners, and for refocusing conversations about solution-focused brief therapy on the future. Complexity theory also has implications for the kinds of questions that discursively-oriented researchers ask about solutionfocused brief therapy, and what they treat as relevant data for their discursive analyses of it.
A major emphasis running through this essay is 'narrative emergence'. We use this term to call attention to several interrelated aspects of solution-focused brief therapy as a distinctive form of discursive therapy and complex system. The concerns include recognition that while the future is unknowable, it is an ever present possibility in the present. We continuously create and discover the future by engaging in self-organizing activities (particularly social interactions) that are, at least partly, improvised, and potentially transformative. Thus, the narratives emergent in our everyday lives are always under construction. They exist in our ongoing 'work' to make sense of and manage the exigencies of life. We take up these issues later in the essay. But, first, we turn to a Wittgensteinian understanding of solution-focused brief therapy.
A Wittgensteinian Understanding
Aspects of the discursive approach to therapy abound in the evolution of solution-focused brief therapy. For example, the therapy practices developed by early solution-focused brief therapists emphasized how talk and social interaction are practical activities having consequences for persons' lives. The therapists treated solution-building in therapy as an interactional accomplishment that involved both clients and therapists. The therapists asked questions that were designed to help clients describe their past and present lives in new ways, and to articulate clear images of what their future lives will look like. Further, clients were cast as the ultimate authorities in determining the focus and goals of their therapy interactions.
Therapists and clients initiated change by constructing circumstances that justified clients' saying that they knew how to go on with changing their lives (Wittgenstein 1958, #'s 154-155) .
Problems and Solutions as Language Games
A major move in solution-focused brief therapists' discursive turn was their use of Wittgenstein's concept of language game to differentiate between problems and solutions as forms of talk and orientations to life (de Shazer 1988 (de Shazer , 1991 . Language games are socially shared uses of verbal and nonverbal language that organize social settings, relationships and interactions as kinds of events (Wittgenstein 1958) . Wittgenstein uses this metaphor to call attention to the game-like organization of such mundane human activities as telling jokes, expressing and accepting sympathy and reporting on events (Gill 1996) . But he also uses it in discussing the social contexts in which people tell jokes, express and accept sympathy, report on events and otherwise use language to achieve their practical ends.
These aspects of language games are inextricably interconnected for Wittgenstein and solution-focused brief therapists. For example, what counts as a funny joke, credible expression of sympathy, or adequate report varies from one social context to another. But, at the same time, we distinguish between different kinds of social contexts by observing and interpreting people's activities within social interaction. We 'see' social contexts by noticing what kinds of jokes people laugh and don't laugh at, how they express and accept sympathy, and how they describe their experiences in the world. It is in the interplay between persons' concrete uses of language and the contexts that frame their interactions that meanings emerge, including people's senses of themselves as competent members of society, and of how their lives generally fit with the worlds in which they live. Hence, language games are homes for words and meanings (Pitkin 1972).
Solution-focused brief therapists treat problems and solutions as different ways of talking about how the events of clients' lives fit or do not fit with clients' preferred ways of life. The problems language game emphasizes what is out of sync in clients' lives, the ongoing negative consequences of their problems (including clients' fears, anxieties, and frustrations with their circumstances), and often on what might have caused clients' lives to go awry. Social interactions focused on such issues are contexts for selectively describing life as beyond clients' control. It is a language game of restricted personal agency and continuing disappointment, failure or worry. Therapy extends such talk by classifying clients' problems, and using problem categories to define clients' selves and life trajectories.
The solutions language game emphasizes clients' competencies, agency, and past successes in managing their lives. Solution-focused interactions orient to the future by treating clients' strengths and abilities as springboards for constructing new and better lives. Concern for identifying the causes of persons' problems and classifying the problems within diagnostic categories are replaced by questions about how clients are able to get by despite their problems, the times when clients' problems are less severe, and how clients will know that their lives have gotten a little bit better. Such topics are central to selective description in solution-focused brief therapy. These therapists draw upon the client depictions of themselves and their lives in developing parting messages that many solution-focused brief therapists give to clients at the end of therapy sessions. The messages consist of compliments and perhaps suggestions that clients might think about or do between therapy sessions. The messages are designed to link therapy with clients' nontherapy lives, thereby facilitating between session changes.
The idea that problems and solutions are language games has profound implications for therapists' orientations to therapy. It shifts attention away from such questions as, 'Does this client really suffer from a significant problem?', 'What kind of problem are we dealing with?', and 'What can I do to solve the client's problem?' Rather, the issues of concern center in clients' use of language, particularly how therapists might help clients to leave problem talk and enter the discourse of solutions. This shift involves more than getting clients to use different words, because the logics of the problems and solutions language games are fundamentally different. Language games are homes for meaning because they are contexts of inference (Pitkin 1972 , Sacks 1992 . As Levinson (1983) explains, understanding an utterance involves a great deal more than knowing the meanings of words uttered and the grammatical relations between them. Above all, understanding an utterance involves the making of inferences that will connect what is said to what is mutually assumed or what has been said before. (Levinson 1983, p. 21) In participating in problem-and solution-focused language games, then, we learn to make connections between issues and events that are spoken about and those that are left unsaid. The simultaneous processes of talk and interpretation that organize therapy form conditions of possibility for constructing accounts that assign coherence and direction to clients' lives.
Solution-Focused Brief Therapy as an Interactional Event
The idea that problems and solutions are language games lends itself to a variety of discursive strategies of observation, description, and analysis. Three popular and related strategies are conversation, rhetorical and narrative analyses. Each of them highlights aspects of solution-focused brief therapy sessions as interactional events. We use the term interactional event to stress how solution-focused brief and other therapy interactions are discrete, bounded, and socially recognized interactions that take place in identifiable times and places. While the interactions may orient to the past and project future lives for clients, they are organized around beginnings and endings with a limited array of activities occurring in between.
Conversational, rhetorical, and narrative approaches to solution-focused brief therapy emphasize how the problems and solutions language games are interactionally organized, the 'moves' available to 'players' (clients, therapists and other participants) within the language games and the storylines that the 'players' interactionally construct. Conversation analysis is designed to expose the machinery of social interactions (Sacks 1992), particularly the sequential or turn-taking organization of interactions, the interpretive methods used by participants in the interactions, and the inferences that they express in interaction. The machinery of social interaction forms a platform for the construction of therapy and other social realities.
For example, conversation analysts discuss how solution-focused brief therapists ask optimistic questions that call for answers describing clients' strengths, abilities, and successes (MacMartin 2008) , express formulations that summarize and reframe selected aspects of clients' remarks (Bavelas et al 2000, Gale and Newfield 1992) , and offer candidate answers to these questions (Gale 1991) . We have observed a variety of other interactional moves by solutionfocused therapists, including change-of-state tokens (Heritage 1984b ) that mark clients' statements as significant and impressive (such as responding to clients' reports with 'Wow!'), and perspective display sequences (Maynard 1992 ) that begin with the therapists asking for clients' perspectives on an issue and then either asking for further elaboration or offering their own interpretations of the issue. Solution-focused brief therapists also use extreme case formulations (Pomerantz 1986) to highlight the extraordinary nature of clients' reports (e.g. 'So, this is a really big change for you?'), and in asking scaling and related questions (e.g. 'Think about a scale from 1-10. One is the worst that your life could possibly be and 10 is the day after your miracle happens, where are you on that scale right now?').
Solution-focused brief therapists' uses of language are also rhetorical moves. They are devices of persuasion that justify therapists' preference for interpreting clients' lives in solutionfocused ways. So viewed, therapy interactions are micro-political processes in which therapists and clients negotiate the practical meaning of their relationship, the focus of each therapy session, and what needs to happen in order for the clients to say that therapy was helpful (RoyChowdbury 2006 , Miller 1986 ). The conversational moves discussed above are, then, resources that solution-focused brief therapists selectively use to convince clients that their problems are not intractable, and that change is possible. Change-of-state tokens-such as 'wow'-are particularly interesting since they suggest that clients have reported something that has significantly impressed or otherwise altered their therapists' understanding of the issues at hand (Heritage 1984b) . Of course, researchers might also consider how clients' answers are persuasive moves within this language game.
Another useful rhetorical approach involves analyzing the structure of problems as forms of argumentation, and how solution-focused interactions undercut them. A useful starting point is Emerson's (1981) analysis of last resorts as arguments that cast problems as intractable and justifying extreme responses to them as well as feelings of despair and hopelessness (Järvinen and Miller forthcoming). Solution-focused interactions undercut last resort arguments by inviting clients to reflect on and describe the times when their problems have not been so overwhelming, the larger implications of making small changes in their lives, and how clients keep going despite their problems. Therapists' parting messages further amplify these themes.
The rhetorical processes embedded in solution-focused brief therapy interactions are also sources for constructing new narratives of self and life for clients (Miller 1997) . While they are seldom fully developed as new life stories, these interactions unfold as storylines about clients as strong, intelligent, loving and resourceful people who live in social environments that offer some level of resources that clients might use in changing their lives. Solution-focused brief therapy storylines also include depictions of the times when clients have used their personal agency to address problems, when clients' problems were not so severe, and what clients' lives will look like after a miracle happens. Narrative themes in solution-focused brief therapy might be analyzed as alternatives to the chaotic, tragic, and disempowering storylines of the problems language game (Frank 1995, Miller and de Shazer 1991) . Solution-focused brief therapists treat clients' depictions of their lives as 'evidence' justifying solution-focused storylines.
There are a variety of narrative perspectives available to researchers in explicating how solution-building is a form of story-telling. For example, interesting analyses might focus on the tropes used by therapists and clients to construct dramatic plots (White 1978) , the embodied performance aspects of therapy interactions (Langellier and Peterson 2004) , and how therapists and clients negotiate narrative paradigms for clients' lives (Roth 1989) . We believe that a particularly useful approach is Burke's (1969) dramatistic perspective, which blends concern for narratives with attention to the importance of inference in telling convincing stories. Of special note is his claim that speakers and listeners orient to events, issues, and feelings as dramas involving characters, scenes, agents, forms of agency, and purposes. Burke's perspective suggests that effective narratives do not need to be expressed as full-fledged stories, a partially developed storyline is a sufficient invitation to listeners to elaborate it on their own.
Taken together, conversation, rhetorical and narrative analyses describe how solutionfocused brief therapists and clients co-construct emergent narratives. The narratives emerge in their persuasive talk and stories about clients' strengths and abilities, past successes in problem solving, why it is reasonable to assume that clients' lives will change in the future. Narrative emergence is also facilitated by clients' depictions of how change might place in their lives and what the change will look like. We next turn to how this understanding of solution-focused brief therapy might be extended and even transformed within complexity theory. Complexity, by that name and as an explicit topic of interest, has been a part of the intellectual landscape since the 1980s (Cilliers 1998 , Merry 1995 , particularly with the publication of Waldrop's Complexity: The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos (1992) . Interest spread rapidly into diverse fields, including biochemistry and physics, economics, computational science, sociology, political science, ecology, and management studies (Cilliers 2005 , Gell-Mann 1994 , McKergow 1996 , Jantsch 1980 , Lewin 1992 , Ormerod 1998 , Stacey 2007 , Stein 1989 . To define a complex system is not easy because these systems do not behave in the familiar manner of conventional thinking and analysis. This is why we begin by defining what complex systems are not, and then turn to how complexity theory is useful in understanding diverse conversations, including solution-focused interactions.
A Complexity Perspective
Complex systems need not be complicated. Complicated systems often appear to be complex because they consist of many specialized parts that are connected in linear relationships.
The parts are, to varying degrees, dependent on each other for their proper functioning and designed to operate in recurring ways (Cilliers 1998 ). Thus, they lack the ability to learn or innovate. An example is the automobile, which is designed to accomplish a limited number of predictable actions. Indeed, unpredictability in complicated systems is a sign of trouble because system parts are linked together linearly. This makes it possible for us to describe them in the language of causality. If a car does not start and makes a particular kind of noise when we turn the ignition key, then we can say that the problem is probably caused by X, Y, or Z. Further, complicated-linear systems may be analytically parsed and represented as texts, pictures, formulas, or stories. For example, the circuit diagram of the car's electrical system will show all that is needed in order to use, build, and change it.
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Aspects of Complex Systems
Complex systems usually include many interacting elements. The relationships among the elements often appear to be simple, but the multiple, self-referential, and rich nature of the interactions leads to behavior that is both sensitive to small disturbances and yet robust to large infractions (Cilliers 1998) . This robustness means it is very hard to 'break' or destroy a complex system, in contrast to a complicated one. It is ironic that many of us are reluctant to diagnose or repair problems with our cars, but we have no such hesitation about engaging in wide ranging conversations involving quite different speaker and listener positions, emergent rules about our own and others' behavior, and unpredictable topics. Our typical orientation to conversation points to most people's competence at these complex, spontaneous, self-organizing interactional events. Thus, a complexity perspective on therapy calls attention to clients'-often unnoticedconversational skills and knowledge.
A focus on complexity also points to the potential unpredictability of social interaction and of the ever present possibilities for change within them. Complex systems adapt, evolve, and may transform themselves in seemingly spontaneous ways as their elements interact with one another and with their environments. The interactions are 'rich' in the sense that they may convey multiple forms of information and meanings through various interactional means, all of which have potentially far-reaching implications for system operations and for the relationships among system elements and their environments. Consider, for example, the range and amount of information that is constructed and conveyed through verbal and nonverbal means in a dinner party interactions among friends, a metaphor introduced by Stacey (2000) .
The information and meanings produced in complex system interactions are amplified, damped, and otherwise adjusted as the system elements process received information and meanings, and respond to one another. Put differently, the processes that organize particular complex systems feedback onto themselves, thereby creating conditions of possibility for the transformation of the systems. The future in complex systems emerges in ways that are neither pre-determined nor random. In the case of conversation, these feedback processes involve conversationalists' ongoing interpretations of their own and others' verbal and nonverbal actions, and adjustment of their subsequent actions in light of the interpretations. Thus, complexity and learning are built into the very act of social interaction. Stacey (2007) refers to this as 'complex responsive processes', stressing that all acts of conversation are taken in response to what has gone before and that the emergence of whatever order appears is a result of local conversational interaction between people.
Complex systems are open systems. They are so intermeshed with their environments that it is difficult-often impossible-to draw clear boundaries between the systems and their environments. Complex systems do not simply interact with their environments; they actively construct relevant environments and system-environment relations as they respond to diverse situations. Following Goodman (1978) , we treat this aspect of social interaction as a worldmaking activity, meaning that people interactionally construct the environments to which their conversations orient. But, as Derrida (2004) Whether in written or in spoken discourse, no element can function as a sign without relating to another element which itself is not simply present. This linkage means that each 'element'… is constituted with reference to the trace in it of the other elements of the sequence or system. This linkage, this weaving, is the text, which is produced only through the transformation of another text.
One implication that might be developed from Derrida's analysis is that narratives emergent in social interaction may simultaneously transform the past and orient to possible futures that are otherwise unknowable. Further, the outcomes of the self-organizing processes of complex systems are not analyzable using currently available or indeed conceivable analytic methods (Richardson, Cilliers and Lissack 2007) . While particular models and explanations of complex systems may be useful in representing some aspects of complex systems, they end up oversimplifying the interactional processes that make complex systems complex. Abstract models and explanations cannot anticipate how complex systems might innovate and may transform themselves -complex systems are said to be 'incompressible', and any summary or description will be incomplete, and will differ from the original in further unanalyzable ways. This is not to say that attempts at representation are without merit. As Cilliers (1998) recommends, the complexity that defines complex systems is most usefully addressed by developing diverse descriptions of complex systems operating at particular times and in particular places. He states that such descriptions can be compared, contrasted, and combined to develop multiple understandings of complex processes that are otherwise highly resistant to representation. This descriptive approach to complexity systems is a way of recognizing that all ways of knowing are partial and incomplete. They obscure even as they reveal.
Finally, aspects of complexity theory resonate postmodernist activism. For example, both orientations to social life reject the pursuit of foundational, essentialist, and universal truths about people, social conditions, and knowledge. Rather, they focus on the diverse and shifting local contexts in which relative truths emerge and are applied. They also recognize that the This is how affirmative postmodern activists embrace the ongoing 'politics of life,' which they treat as preferable to searching for emancipating solutions and cures to social problems (Rosenau 1992) . The latter orientation is a defining feature of modernist approaches to change (Rosenau 1992) . Cilliers (1998) depicts this orientation as accepting and cooperating with the complex, self-organizing processes that organize life in contemporary societies. The same language might be applied to the philosophy and practices of solution-focused brief therapy.
Thus, the nexus of complexity theory and affirmative postmodernism forms a useful standpoint for reconsidering how solution-focused brief therapy is a discursive therapy.
Complexity in Solution-Focused Brief Therapy
Complexity theory and affirmative postmodernism are interpretive frameworks for understanding solution-focused brief therapy as a distinctive orientation to change. We have noted that solution-focused brief therapists reject diagnostic approaches to problems and the related assumption that problems classified in the same categories call for the same remedies.
They state that diagnostic approaches over look the uniqueness of each client's life circumstances and marginalize clients' differing desires for the future. Looked at from the standpoints of complexity theory and affirmative postmodernism, solution-focused brief therapists' disinterest in diagnosis is an acknowledgement of the impossibility of reducing complex processes to therapy categories and a way of embracing the shifting politics of life.
We also see an affinity between complexity theory and solution-focused brief therapy in their shared emphasis on description as a world-making activity (Goodman 1978 The intersecting assumptions and concerns of solution-focused brief therapy and complexity theory suggest how complexity theory and affirmative postmodernism might be used to put new language to therapists' and clients' practices. Complexity theory is a standpoint for organizing discursive analysts' studies of solution-focused brief therapy sessions as interactional events. For example, the concept of complexity is a possible point of departure for examining the claim that change in solution-focused brief therapy involves a language game shift from problems talk to solutions talk. This claim justifies therapists' recurring use of particular questions and other techniques in interacting with clients. It also glosses the complexity of these different, but not fully separate, orientations to language and social reality. Specifically, complexity theory sensitizes us to the diversity of potential meanings that are available within particular interactional events. They also implicitly challenge therapists and researchers to attend to the presence of both types of meanings in therapy interactions, including how therapists' recurring use of so-called solutions-focused techniques might undermine the development of potentially useful insights about clients' problem talk. Complexity theory also has implications for rhetorical studies of solution-focused interactions. Perhaps most significant are the possible implications of complexity theorists' emphasis on description as a process of change. They explain that while we cannot fully grasp or represent complex processes, it is still useful to develop partial and selective descriptions (modest proposals) that may provide insights into otherwise unnoticed aspects of the processes.
As socially constructed realities in therapy, such descriptions are potentially transformative because they invite clients to imaginatively experience change as an alternative reality for their lives. The modest proposals emergent in clients' descriptions of their possible new lives may be self-justifying, because they may be interpreted by clients as good reasons for embracing change.
For us, the most important implication of complexity theory for narrative analysis of solution-focused brief therapy involves the seemingly underdeveloped nature of narrative construction in these interactions. We have stated that narratives emergent in solution-focused brief therapy are best characterized as storylines rather than as full-fledged restoryings of clients' lives. Viewed as aspects of complex processes, the storylines are modest proposals. They are organizing themes that clients and therapists might use to create comprehensive stories that assign coherence to clients' lives. It is significant, then, that such elaboration occurs so seldom in solution-focused brief therapy interactions. It appears that clients may 'try out' these provisionally constructed storylines in between therapy sessions, allowing a fit to develop between their life experiences, and the reworked storylines in the same way as a new pair of shoes might feel a little strange at first and become more comfortable with repeated wearwhich is not to say the shoes did not fit in the first place. Analysts might draw upon Burke's (1969) dramatistic framework in exploring this aspect of solution-focused brief therapy.
We see narrative emergence in solution-focused brief therapy working within the open and indeterminate processes of complex systems. Whether intended or not, the construction of storylines is a way of forestalling premature understandings that might make other potentially useful and transformative constructions unavailable to clients as they decide how to go on. This practice fits with the idea that we discover the unknowable future by engaging it. The practice also fits with affirmative postmodernists' definition of changes as continuing effort.
While complexity theory complements aspects of discourse analytic perspectives, it is also a framework for asking questions about their limitations. We believe that an important limitation of most conversational, rhetorical, and narrative approaches to social interaction is their overwhelming concern for the present. This focus might be interpreted in several ways.
For example, it might be understood as suggesting that past practices are useful predictors of the future, a claim that is often but not always true. Another interpretation is that discursive analysts' emphasis on the past is an implicit acknowledgement that the future is unknowable. This claim is also often but not always true. Complexity theory reminds us of a third truth, which is that the future emerges within past and present interactions. It is an emergent narrative because the future is an ever present possibility in the past and present, an open set of emerging and continually transforming narratives always under construction. Complexity theory is a rubric for engaging this possibility in solution-focused interactions. Complexity theory represents one form of mindfulness about the future possibilities that pervade our lives and depictions of social reality. Adam (1995, p. 174) explains that such mindfulness involves explicit cognizance of the future, not the prediction of the future, a regard for the future which takes responsibility for potential outcomes of present actions and incorporates this into present plans and decisions.
We continue our emergent narrative in the next section by discussing a case example,
A Case Example
This is the second meeting of the therapist and client. The client is a middle-aged white woman whose initial complaints emphasized her uncertainties about her employment status and dissatisfaction with aspects of her work relationships. She also voiced concerns about some aspects of her family life. The session is divided into the interview, which a therapy team observes from an adjoining room, a break when the therapist joins her team to construct a parting message, and the delivery of the parting message to the client. The therapist framed the parting message as a report and request from the team. The message is a selective depiction of the clients' answers in the interview that rhetorically justifies a modest solution-oriented storyline of client agency, competence, and success in creating noteworthy changes in her life.
Specifically, the therapist stated that the team was impressed with the client's clarity in describing what she wants to be different and what she has already done to improve her life.
They also stress the client's personal strengths and her flexibility in managing problems in the past. The therapist continued by stating, 'The thing that most impressed us is that you've already figured out how not to be everyone's answer, and you started doing that. You call them small ways but we thought that they were pretty big ways.' She concludes by explaining that the team is confused and wants to know more about how and when the client delegates tasks to others at work and home, and a request that the client take some time before her next therapy session to 'think about that process, how you figure out how and when to do it and stuff like that.'
The parting message draws on aspects of the interview but it does not describe its contingencies, particularly how the client and therapist negotiated the focus of their therapy conversation. In looking closely at their negotiations we see how solution-focused brief therapy is an emergent micro-political process in which therapists and clients work at building practical orientations to clients' circumstances. It is also significant that solution-focused brief therapists, The therapist's subsequent questions continue to express her interest in talking about change. But the client responds by stating that her boss says that she is 'suffering from a major depression', and she wonders if they should be talking about why she is suffering this illness.
The client's answers foster further negotiation about the topical focus of the interview. This line of interaction fills the first 20% of the session with the therapist continuing to respond to the client's expressions of concern for the causes of her seeming depression with questions that address the therapist's 'need to know just a little bit to be able to take the next step.' The interaction takes a significant turn in the following exchange that began when the client stated that she once thought that she understood 'what makes me work the way I am,' but not anymore. We next discuss some of the complex discursive processes at work in this interaction.
Solution-Building as Discursive Processes
This therapy session shows how therapists and clients do interactional work to construct and justify the sorts of optimistic storylines that solution-focused brief therapists call solutionbuilding. It illustrates one way that solution-focused brief therapists and clients negotiate entrance into the solutions language game. We see this shift in the therapist's responses in the exchange, which begin with a request that the client elaborate on her prior answer. The therapist's 'Uh huh' response is significant because it fills the therapist's interactional turn without explicitly calling for any particular response from the client. Later, the therapist asks more pointed questions, such as 'How did you get yourself through those moments to get back All of the complex processes discussed here point to how solution-focused brief therapy interactions are self-organizing activities. The therapist and client construct the past, present, and future as they interactionally respond to each other in predictable and unanticipated ways. It is a concrete instance of narrative emergence in solution-focused brief therapy. The interaction is improvised to the extent that they provisionally 'try out' different orientations to therapy, clients' problems and solution-building, sometimes seeming to settle on a solution-oriented line of talk but, as we see at the end of the session, not necessarily abandoning concern for problems.
We also see how traces of prior talk may emerge at virtually any time in solution-focused brief therapy interactions. This brings us back to the affinity between solution-focused brief therapy and affirmative postmodernism. Solution-building is a continuing work project that may take uneven (nonlinear) forms that are not adequately appreciated within accounts of solution-focused brief therapy as movement from one language game to another. Taking the process as one where narratives emerge, are changed and transformed, are 'tried out', adapted, and even discarded provides us with a new view of this practice.
Conclusion
We have discussed a possible future path for talking about solution-focused brief therapy as a discursive therapy. Our overriding concern has been with showing how the limitations of treating solution-focused brief therapy as an interactional event may be overcome by adopting a complexity perspective. The complexity perspective treats the discourse of solution-focused brief therapy as a constellation of complex processes of self-organizing that we call narrative emergence. We see this line of thought and talk as a source for new insights into how solutionfocused discourse operates within the larger politics of life in the contemporary world. It is a site for re-examining conventional wisdom about solution-focused brief therapy and for developing new questions that might transform discourse analysts' observations of and theories about it. We conclude by suggesting how therapists and researchers might use complexity theory to enlarge their conceptualizations of solution-focused brief therapy. Viewed from a complexity perspective, solution-focused interactions are embedded in the environments of clients' lives. While it is impossible for therapists and researchers to fully describe these complex environments, they can observe traces of them in clients' social interactions in diverse settings. As Cilliers (1998) clients involves the necessity of acting 'as if' they can shape the future, while knowing that this assumption is, to varying degrees, unfounded.
Parting Message
The path to the future that we have sketched here leads to a host of anticipatable and unknown issues. Put differently, this essay is designed to foster narrative emergence. It is a beginning point for developing new narratives about solution-focused brief therapy and new understandings of how solution-focused brief therapy is itself a story under construction (Miller and de Shazer 1998). Complexity theorists teach that it is in pursuing the unknown we construct the future and, thereby, come to know it. But we are also keenly aware that the path that we have sketched here is only one of many future possibilities. Thus, we invite others to develop their own discursive paths into the future.
